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INTRODUCTION
We all hope to grow our instructional programs, and
celebrate when we reach more departments, more classrooms,
and more students. But with growth comes a set of new
challenges, and an opportunity to reimagine how we support
our own development as educators.
At the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill's
Undergraduate Library (UL), we provide comprehensive
instruction for the first-year writing program, where we create
customized lesson plans for each of the over 160 sessions we
teach each semester. This requires high-level pedagogical
understanding that can be challenging for the novice instructors
that make up a majority of our teaching team. In order for our
team to meet these instructional demands, we needed to push
beyond the stages that would normally halt instructor
development. Utilizing Lave and Wenger's (1991) model of
communities of practice, we developed a roadmap for enabling
“legitimate” educators in a more reliable and consistent way.
Communities of practice, which are informed by theories of
social learning, provided explanations for many of the
challenges we encounter in training and supporting new
instructors. We feel that the UL presents a microcosm of the
current state of library instruction: chronically under-trained
educators looking for scalable and pedagogically sound ways to
meet an increasing instructional demand. We hope to show how
the communities of practice model explains the environment
that best enables each member of a library instruction team to
maximize their instructive capacity.

OUR STORY
The Undergraduate Library is the main source of
library instruction for early undergraduates at UNC-Chapel
Hill. This instruction is primarily tied to a mandatory first-year
writing (FYW) course and has the library see over 4,000 first-

year students in over 300 library sessions per academic year.
High instructor satisfaction, intentional curricular integration,
and the UL’s comprehensive design-to-grading support model
is causing these numbers to rise (up over 50% in the last 3
years).
To keep up with demand, the UL employs a team of
10-15 MLS graduate assistants to work with two full-time
librarians. These graduate students teach about 40% of the
instructional sessions and are absolutely vital for keeping up
with the high number of classes seen. By design, each session
is 100% customized by the library instructor for the needs of
that particular section. This approach requires more than just
solid presentation skills. Each instructor must have enough
fluency with pedagogical approaches that, through a learning
skills assessment of the assignment and conversations with the
course instructor, they can develop a full lesson plan and then
execute it in the classroom. However, most of these graduate
students have very little, if any, teaching experience. Without
already established foundational knowledge in learning theory,
instructional design, or even presentation basics, training
students to adequately meet the demands of these instructional
approaches has long proved difficult.
In 2014, a UNC MLS student, Liz McGlynn, and the
Undergraduate Experience Librarian, Jonathan McMichael,
looked to address the instructional design knowledge gap by
developing a new information literacy instructional design
schema based on Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe’s
Understanding by Design (2005). Called Information Literacy
by Design (ILbD), the schema provided a structured way for
inexperienced instructors to develop pedagogically sound
lessons. ILbD sought to smooth the learning curve and allow
for every instructor to design meaningful lessons focused on
transferable skills. However, we soon learned that for ILbD to
be effective, we needed to redesign our training process.
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Prior to the Fall 2015 semester, newly-hired graduate
students went through a two-step training process that was
designed with the assumption that students did not have any
previous teaching experience, in libraries or otherwise. Prior to
the start of the semester, there was an ‘instruction bootcamp’
designed to introduce both institutionally-specific instruction
practices and high-level information literacy concepts. Over the
course of a four-hour session, new instructors were introduced
to three categories of information:
•

Details about UNC’s first-year writing program.

•

What is information literacy: concepts, terms, the
ACRL Framework and Standards.

•

Institutional approach: how does the UL work with the
first-year writing program? What are we teaching?
What are the logistics?

This bootcamp was followed by an observational
period, where new students would attend three instruction
sessions taught by either a second-year student or a full-time
librarian. New students would fill out an observation form, and
after completing the observations, would meet with a full-time
librarian assigned as their ‘instruction mentor.’ Then, new
students would start designing their own first instruction
session. While some new students would plan this lesson by
themselves, others would choose to co-plan and execute their

first lesson with a partner, which would supply additional
hands-on discussion and guided practice. After executing the
co-designed lessons, students would be finished with the formal
training process.
Given the opportunity to develop a new training
process that would have the ILbD template at its core, UL staff
looked to communities of practice as an implementation model.
Previous studies have documented the benefit of conscious
mentoring in academic libraries (Bosch, 2010; Hallam &
Newton-Smith, 2006; Henrich & Attebury, 2010). While most
current literature focuses on programs for full-time
professionals, the reported positive results suggest that preprofessionals would benefit from similar programs. The new
training model that emerged retains elements of the previous
process—both a ‘bootcamp’ and an observational period
remain. However, these elements are contained within a fivestep process (see Appendix A) that sets students on the path
from being “initiates” to “experts” (though it is not expected
that anyone can become an expert in two years). The training
process is also supported by a cohesive set of documents
modeled from the ILbD template, and an Omeka website
(ilbd.omeka.net) for sharing lesson plans and other useful
resources. By situating new instructors immediately within a
framework, their progress can consciously mirror the stages of
moving from the fringes to the core of a CoP (refer to Figure 1).

Table 1: Summary, stages of instructor development (for full table, please see Appendix A)
Stages of Instructor Development

Description
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Initiate

Observant

Apprentice

Guided
Practice

Expert

A new instructor
becomes familiar
with
expectations, the
support network,
and the
pedagogical
approach of the
first-year writing
program.

Instructors
should observe
first had how
the design and
execution are
linked. Noting
what is being
taught and
how.

Working with an
instruction mentor,
a new instructor
will begin using all
they have observe
so far to begin
developing the
skills necessary for
successful
instructional design
and practice.

With
assistance
from
instruction
mentor, a
new
instructor
will design
and
execute a
lesson.

Through repeated
instances of guided and
independent practice,
an instructors skills are
continually honed to a
point that pedagogical
approach and
motivation is
internalized.
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Figure 1: Communities of Practice include members
of varying skill levels. This figure represents how
peripheral members more progressively closer to the
core of the community.

of instruction but did very little to improve the quality of its
instructors. By introducing a much more pedagogically
demanding instructional approach, we knew the training
process would also need a major overhaul. We began to look to
“communities of practice” as the theoretical foundation for our
new instructor training program.

SOLUTION 2.0: COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

The Fall 2015 semester was the first time the UL’s new
training process was used. Observing the first group of students
to receive this training and soliciting feedback from them as part
of the implementation process was a valuable way to gauge the
impact of a more immersive introduction to library instruction.
It also led us to revise processes and supporting documents,
both of which will benefit future classes of incoming graduate
assistants. The ultimate goal is to create a training program that
is both scalable and adaptable, one that will be useful for
instructional programs involving both full-time and preprofessional staff. While the primary audience for this training
at the Undergraduate Library is new LIS students, a similar
training program should be beneficial for libraries that are
adding new instructional staff or expanding the scope of
information literacy programming. Implementing additional
opportunities to come together and focus on instruction can also
be beneficial for experienced librarians who want to explore
new possibilities and push back against possible stagnation.

SOLUTION 1.0: ORIENTATION ONLY
Traditionally, our library instructor training model
focused heavily on orienting newly-hired graduate students,
and concentrated on developing a teaching voice with a single
mentor. In hindsight, the training was very frontloaded and
looked to get instructors teaching quickly, but not necessarily
on a path to teaching well. After this first month of training
(described in the previous section), very little feedback would
be sought by or given to instructors.
Instructors were often tasked with “finding their
teaching voice” in relative isolation and with little feedback on
their improvement. This approach valued meeting the quantity

The concept of a ‘community of practice’ shares
significant overlap with the broad concept of mentorship. Like
mentorship, communities of practice are centered around the
idea of improvement and growth within a specific field.
However, communities of practice depend on a larger network
of individuals, unlike the traditional conception of mentorship
that is based on a one-to-one or one-to-few relationship. The
idea of a community of practice comes from social learning
theory, and was developed in cognitive anthropologists Lave
and Wenger's 1991 book Situated Learning: Legitimate
Peripheral Participation. Communities of practice represent
learning as a social process. Individuals perform tasks or
engage in practices as they are also connected to a larger ‘joint
enterprise.’ Ultimately, a community of practice becomes a
living resource for each of its members, and the resources will
grow as individual members become more fully participatory
(Swieringa, 2009).
Generally, communities of practice provide an
alternative to the idea that learning is a solitary process based
on the internalization of knowledge. Instead, Lave and Wegner
present a definition of learning “as increasing participation in
communities of practice concern[ing] the whole person acting
in the world” (p. 49). Thinking about learning as participation
rather than as internalization also allows it to be both a mental
and physical activity; learning becomes grounded in specific
circumstances.
This insight really helped to understand the flaws in
our previous training model. It treated the process of “finding a
teaching voice” as an individualized journey. Instead,
instructors should seek to increase their participation in a larger
group of practicing instructors. This meant our next training
should be framed as participation, not as a series of orientations
that should be internalized by each individual.
“Legitimate peripheral participation” (refer to Figure
1) is the action accompanying all communities of practice.
Peripheral participation in a community means that an
individual has the capacity and opportunity to move and
develop in practice, and to gain a richer understanding of the
actions and knowledge at hand.
In our new training approach, we looked to map the
progress from “peripheral participation” to “core member” by
creating five “Stages of Instructor Development.” Envisioning
new instructor development as movement through stages is an
attempt to create an outline of what legitimate peripheral
participation looks and feels like, and to provide ‘checks’ that
allow new instructors to confirm that they are moving closer to
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what Lave and Wegner call “full participation” (p. 37). Each
stage is complete with a description of what a person in this
stage should be experiencing, actions or a to-do list to continue
making progress toward the next stage, and performance
indicators that show when a person is ready to progress to the
next stage. This progress forms the backbone for all of our
formal and informal community-oriented training initiatives.

Additionally, self-efficacy indicates that the activities
of the community have the potential to be sustainable, and that
members will not be completely derailed by failure. Selfefficacy doesn’t eliminate challenges, but it makes members
more likely to be able to cope with challenges.

HOW IS IT WORKING?

Before implementing our CoP-based training
program, many new instructors would feel too anxious to
experiment in the classroom. Experimentation, and reflection
on that experimentation, are important parts of an educator’s
development. Without this, the development of a teaching voice
can become quickly stifled. On the whole, we saw more
students inventing or adapting new classroom approaches than
ever before. Even many of our most inexperienced instructors
were developing new learning objects and classroom
activities.

At the Undergraduate Library, the goal was to create a
training program that would foster an egalitarian-nurturing
community of practice (Klein, Connell, & Meyer, 2005).
Though the pool of instructors is made up of individuals with
varying levels of experience, collaboration between individuals
can be more easily fostered if new instructors believe they have
just as much to contribute as someone who has more
experience. Through a series of interviews, we began to see
some trends in new instructors that are very promising and
might be good indicators that this approach is an improvement
over our previous training initiatives.
Trend One: Team Relationships
Perhaps the most important indicator of a flourishing
community of practice is strong relationships between
community members. These relationships enable both
professional communication and emotional support. Without
this support, especially among members on the periphery of the
group, the ‘shared purpose and goals’ necessary to create a true
community of practice cannot develop. Interestingly, the
strongest bonds in the community were being formed between
peers, rather than between peers and their supervisors. This is a
significant change over our previous model, and shows that
each member feels capable of giving and receiving feedback
from every other member of the community.
Trend Two: Efficacy
Self-efficacy, as explained by Albert Bandura in 1977,
can impact an individual’s likelihood to attempt otherwise
challenging activities, and their levels of perseverance. If an
individual believes that they can succeed, it is more likely that
they will—and when they do, their self-efficacy only increases.
It is clear why this concept relates to communities of practice,
especially in the context of integrating novice instructors.
Support and positive teaching experiences should increase an
instructor’s self-efficacy, which means that they will be more
likely to move towards full participation in the community.
To this point, one graduate student talked about the
desire to be ‘further along’ as an instructor by the time she
graduated from the library science program: “I think that can
happen, but it requires work. And to be really honest, [it’s] not
punitive, just that you can be better than you are now.” This
showcases a belief that investing in the community would result
in self-improvement.
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Trend Three: Risk Taking

When talking about their future goals, one graduate
student said that they hoped to challenge themselves by
teaching as many lessons as they could, “[to] make myself
uncomfortable…[and] eventually feel comfortable with the
uncomfortableness.” This is noteworthy because it not only
showcases a willingness to take risks, but also a confidence in
the outcome—that the challenge of teaching as much as
possible will be worthwhile, and that temporary discomfort will
eventually give way to something better. This comfort with
risk-taking also enables the instruction team to develop diverse
approaches to teaching and learning,

ILBD + COP = MORE EFFECTIVE INSTRUCTORS
Together, ILbD and communities of practice provide
a sustainable solution to the challenge of providing more, and
more thorough, instructional training. ILbD provides the
language for developing and understanding good library
pedagogy, while a CoP provides the support and space
educators to become capable of skillfully executing those
lessons in the classroom.
__________________________________________________
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APPENDIX A
Initiate

Observant

Apprentice

Description

A new
instructor
becomes
familiar with
expectations,
the support
network, and
the
pedagogical
approach of
the first-year
writing
program.

Instructors
should observe
first-hand how
the design and
execution of
teaching are
inked—note
what is being
taught and
how.

Working with
a mentor,
instructors
should begin
using all they
have
observed so
far to begin
developing
the skills for
successful
instructional
design and
practice.

Actions

Attend
instruction
bootcamp.
Read and
consider
recources on
IlLbD
website.

Observe 3
instruction
sessions.
Analyze using
the observation
form.

Meet with
mentor soon
after last
observation.

Arrange
observations.

Performance
Indicators

Awareness of
strategic
instructional
approach.
Awareness of
information
literacy
concepts and
standards.
Arrange 3
observations.
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Familiar with
range of
‘teaching
voices’ along
with
commonalities
of instructional
approaches.
Begin to see
how design of
instruction sets
up successful
learning
experiences in
the classroom.

Reflect on
observation in
a way that
allows the
development of
an individual
teaching voice.
Begin
dissecting
assignments to
identify
learning
objectives for a
lesson.
Articulate
variations of
observed
instructional
approaches.
Begin
identifying ‘big
ideas’ of
information
literacy in
assignments.
Hypothesize
what might
serve as
evidence for
student
understanding
of a particular
concept.

Guided
Practice
With
assistance from
a mentor, a
new instructor
will design and
execute a
lesson.

Use lesson
plan template
to draft a plan,
and meet with
mentor for
feedback.
Execute lesson
in classroom
with mentor
observation or
coteatching.
Reflect on
experience
with mentor.

Develop lesson
plan geared
toward
enhancing
student
understanding.
Accept and
integrate
mentor
feedback into
plan drafts.
Begin feeling
ownership of
instructional
approach.

Expert
Through
repeated
instances of
guided and
independent
practice,
instructors
continually hone
skills to the
point that
pedagogical
approach and
motivation are
internalized.
Seek feedback
on instructional
approach.
Develop
efficient and
effective lesson
planning
process.
Develop new
instructional
techniques and
practices.
Engage in
instruction
empathetically.
Develop internal
feedback loop
about
instructional
practice.
Integrate
educational,
library, and
developmental
psychology
principles.
Embrace
teaching as a
creative and
adaptive
process.
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